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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

This qualitative case study explored how an infant teacher provided
meaningful learning experiences for infants through play and the
teacher’s educational rationale behind these experiences. Findings
were based on multiple sources of data, including classroom
observations (natural observation and videotaped observation) for
approximately 12 weeks and a teacher interview. The findings
confirmed that infant play is critical for infant learning and
development and portrayed the process through which the infant
teacher created play spaces for infants and supported infants’ play
through both pre-planned, teacher-directed, intentional activities,
and child-initiated, emerging play activities. Our study highlighted
that the designing of infant play and the learning process needs
to be flexible and based on careful observation and reflection in
order to meet the rapidly changing needs and interests of a
group of infants as well as individual infants.
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Introduction
Many theorists believe that a play-based curriculum is the most powerful means to
support young children’s language, social-emotional, representational/symbolic, and cognitive development as well as self-regulation (Casby 2003; Chowdhury and Rivalland 2012;
Copple and Bredekamp 2009; Fromberg 2002; Piaget [1951] 1977), and consequently, it
has been advocated by the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC). Historically, the traditional discourse has valued the play-based curriculum
focusing on child-centred pedagogy and freely chosen play activities (Chung and Walsh
2000; Cooney 2004; Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie 2011; Langford 2010). Contemporary
theories and research, which can be referenced by the term ‘postdevelopmental’ perspective, have increasingly highlighted the shared, socially constructed nature of learning
(Blaise 2005; Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie 2011; Nolan and Kilderry 2010). As
infants experience life more holistically than any other age group, planning an appropriate
and meaningful curriculum for infants requires a complex framework that is qualitatively
different from a pre-school curriculum consisting of preset activities (Lally 1998; Recchia,
Lee, and Shin 2015).
CONTACT Minsun Shin
shinm@mail.montclair.edu
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To date, very few studies have explored how infant caregivers support infant play
within everyday practice, leaving gaps in our understanding of how infant caregivers
make educational and informed decisions to support the overall development of infants
(Aras 2016; Edwards, Cutter-Mackenzie, and Hunt 2010). Considering that little is
known about how these ideas and events unfold in a real setting, this study aimed to
answer the following research questions:
(1) How does an infant teacher provide meaningful learning experiences for infants
through play?; and
(2) What is the teacher’s educational rationale behind these experiences?
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Play and learning
Many have shared that play is important for young children’s development and learning
and have argued for a play-based curriculum (Casby 2003; Chowdhury and Rivalland
2012; Copple and Bredekamp 2009; Elkind 2003; Fromberg 2002; Manning-Morton
and Thorp 2003; Piaget [1951] 1977). Play enhances young children’s overall development, promoting cognitive skills, communication and language development, motor
development, and positive social-emotional development (Elkind 2003; Honig 2006;
Piaget [1951] 1977). Through play, young children also learn how to socialise and
acquire cultural values and beliefs (Van Hoorn et al. 2011; Vygotsky 1978).
Furthermore, young children develop a sense of self-awareness as they learn more
about what they like or dislike and with whom they want to share their play space
(Canning 2007). This decision-making process enables young children to develop a
sense of self-esteem and empowerment (Canning 2007). Since play is creative, innovative,
and imaginative, young children ‘wallow in ideas, feelings and relationships’ and develop a
sense of competence, mastery, and control (Bruce 1993, 238). Therefore, ‘a fundamental
element of any curriculum for babies, toddlers and young children is play’ (Page, Clare,
and Nutbrown 2013, 76).
Play-based learning in the early childhood curriculum has historically been informed
by child-centredness, the progressive notion, and the discourse of developmentalism
(Chung and Walsh 2000; Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie 2011; Langford 2010). The traditional discourse maintains that children should be relatively free from adult direction
and direct their own learning through free play activities (Cooney 2004; Wood 2010).
Contemporary research, which can be broadly termed ‘postdevelopmental’, began to
provide alternative theoretical perspectives. The ‘postdevelopmental’ perspective, which
is used to encompass a range of theories and research such as socio-cultural–historical
constructs, and feminist, post-structuralist, and post-modern movements, emphasises
the socially and culturally situated nature of learning and knowledge construction occurring between individuals (Blaise 2005; Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie 2011; Nolan and
Kilderry 2010). While valuing the social relationships in the classroom, contemporary
research began to recognise the complex nature of practice in the early childhood
setting; the role of teacher interaction during children’s play; and the role of teacher planning in play-based learning (Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie 2011; Graue 2005; Langford
2010; Wood 2010). Teacher’s involvement in play affects children’s play in both positive
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and negative ways (Aras 2016; Pramling Samuelsson and Johansson 2006), and it is important to examine how teachers involve themselves in children’s play and how teachers plan
for learning through play (Aras 2016; Edwards, Cutter-Mackenzie, and Hunt 2010).
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Promoting infants’ play
Play is critical for infant learning and development as infants learn to explore, discover,
problem-solve and interact with others through play (Copple and Bredekamp 2009;
Honig 2006; Manning-Morton and Thorp 2003). Planning meaningful learning experiences for infants requires a solid understanding of child development and learning, considering that infants go through a tremendous range of development and learning during
the first three years (Jung 2013; Lee 2006; Page, Clare, and Nutbrown 2013; Recchia and
Shin 2012; Shin 2015). What infants need varies greatly, and therefore, it is critical that
infant teachers observe and understand how each infant learns and what he or she
needs, planning and re-planning meaningful experiences to meet individual needs
(Lally 2000; Page, Clare, and Nutbrown 2013). While infant teachers do need to think
of the whole group of infants in the classroom, infant teaching needs to be individualised
and adaptive to meet the unique needs of the infants (Lee, Shin, and Recchia 2016; Recchia
and Shin 2010).
To properly teach infants at this individual level, it is imperative to maintain a balance
between structured, planned play activities, and child-initiated play (Tickell 2011; Greenman, Stonehouse, and Schweikert 2008). Infant teachers engage in the complex planning
process based on careful observations of the development status, interests, changing needs,
and patterns of play (Page, Clare, and Nutbrown 2013; Recchia and Shin 2010).

Methods
A qualitative case study approach was used to explore how an infant head teacher designs
the learning experiences through play for a group of infants as well as her educational
rationale/decisions behind these experiences (Merriam 1998).
Setting
This study was conducted in a university-affiliated child-care centre in New Jersey. The
centre practices inclusive early care and education of young children from ages 12
weeks through 5 years. The centre is committed to implementing the best practices of
teaching and learning in a nurturing environment. The centre also provides observation
and fieldwork opportunities for university students majoring in education. This study
was conducted in one of the infant classrooms.
Participants
Participants included 10 infants between the ages of 10 months to 21 months at the beginning of the data collection period. Four were girls and six were boys. There were two
full-time head teachers and several student caregivers working in the classroom. The
two full-time head teachers had a staggered schedule (one teacher in the morning and
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Table 1. Basic information of the infant participants.
Name
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Lisa
Emma
Ben
Edgar
Ann
Aiden
Kaleb
Abigail
Andrew
Dan

Age (months)

Gender

10
11
13
16
17
17
17
19
21
21

Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male

another teacher in the afternoon); usually there was one full-time head teacher and one or
two student caregivers in the classroom at one time. The infant head teachers are responsible for creating a safe and stimulating classroom environment, promoting development
of the ‘whole’ child, assessing the infants’ learning and development, and supervising
student caregivers who are completing their fieldwork hours in this particular centre.
The summary table below describes characteristics of the infant participants (Table 1).
Michele (head teacher)
The head teacher we focused on in this study was Michele. She has been working with
ages 6 weeks to about 5 years old for 20 years in the child-care field. Michele got started
in child care because she desired a change of pace from the hectic nature of her previous counselling job, which did not allow her much time to spend with her family.
Michele has been working in this specific child-care centre for 10 years. Michele said
that the biggest challenge infant teachers encounter is ‘letting their inner child come
out, and being comfortable on the floor’, although she personally enjoys taking on
this challenge.
Data collection
Observations, both natural and videotaped, were the fundamental source of data collection. As an essential tool for exploring social interaction in a natural setting, observations
allowed the researchers to uncover the participants’ visible practices, beliefs, and values
(Marshall and Rossman 1999). The focus of the observations was on how infants and
the head teacher interacted on a daily basis. During the study, infants were engaged in
a variety of activities, including reading, art, play dough, music and singing, bubbleblowing, soft block play, gross motor activities (such as basketball and tunnels), gym
and outdoor jungle gym play, slide play, and toy car play.
Infants and their teacher were observed in an in-class, non-participatory format,
approximately twice per week for 12 weeks. Observation visits were usually 90 minutes
long. Each observation was conducted by one of two researchers. Approximately 20–30
minutes of each visit were videotaped. During the natural observation period, researchers
took field notes in a running record format concerning the interactions between the
teacher and the infants, and among the infants themselves. The notes were expanded
and typed after each observation period.
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Videotaped observations added additional detail to the qualitative data as they capture
more nuanced interactions and the subtle cues shared among the participants, which
might be invisible or overlooked during natural observation. Videos allowed the researchers to revisit the data (Fleer 2009; Merriam 1998) to possibly see things in a new light. Also,
videotaped segments could be utilised as a basis for insightful discussions with the participants later (Fleer 2009). Videotaped observations were transcribed in detail using a
running record format, particularly focusing on the interaction between the infants and
the infant teacher.
An interview was designed and conducted following the 12 weeks of observation to give
voice to the teacher and to gain her insights. Selected video clips taken throughout the 12
weeks were shown back to the teacher in order to get a more thorough understanding of
certain activities and actions. Interview data were transcribed verbatim from a voice
recording within two weeks of the interview date.

Ethical considerations
In this study, both authors tried to minimise any discomfort, be mindful about intrusion,
and ensure confidentiality. Participation in this study was completely voluntary and there
was no coercion to participate. In order to select participants for this study, the authors
communicated with the centre director and a recruitment letter was sent to the centre.
When the teachers in a specific classroom expressed interest in participating, we met
them in person to discuss the study in detail and answered any questions they had.
Consent forms were then sent to the parents, who were provided with detailed information about the study and had ample time to read and sign the form. We sought permission from parents of all infants in this specific infant classroom and got permission
from parents of 10 out of 11 infants. The infant whose parents did not agree to participate
in this study was enrolled in the centre on a part-time basis. Thus, observations were done
on the days when this infant was not present. Again, researchers emphasised that parents
did not have any obligation to participate in this study. During the data collection process,
the researcher sat in the corner in order to minimise the intrusion and not to disturb the
flow of the classroom. When infants were interested, they were allowed to touch the
camera and look through the lens. Pseudonyms were assigned to ensure confidentiality.

Data analysis
The data analysis process for this study was emergent and interpretive (Marshall and
Rossman 1999). First, all the notes were organised in chronological order and read carefully multiple times to find recurring themes in line with the research questions. While
reading the transcripts, the researchers made a note of any comments and/or questions
that came to mind in the margin of the page. These comments and points of interest
were then synthesised to answer the research questions. It was very important to
honour Michele’s voice in this study as the researchers’ purpose was to uncover the
infant teacher’s educational rationale. Transcribed interview data regarding video data
were reviewed carefully and excerpts were selected to support the emerging themes.
The two researchers were also engaged in regular ongoing conferencing to deepen the
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data analysis process (Merriam 1998) and preliminary findings were shared with Michele
to ensure trustworthiness (Lincoln and Guba 1985).
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Findings and discussion
Findings from this study clearly revealed the critical role of play in infants’ learning and
development and portrayed the process through which the infant teacher supported
infants’ various learning experiences through play, using both planned and spontaneous,
emergent activities, as supported by many scholars (Casby 2003; Copple and Bredekamp
2009; Elkind 2003; Fromberg 2002; Greenman, Stonehouse, and Schweikert 2008;
Gonzalez-Mena and Eyer 2009; Honig 2006; Page, Clare, and Nutbrown 2013; Tickell
2011; Van Hoorn et al. 2011). During infant play, the infant teacher in this study
engaged in a thoughtful process to meet the varying needs, interests, and developmental
levels for a group of infants as well as for individual infants, as previously found as important
by Page, Clare, and Nutbrown (2013) and Recchia and Shin (2010). In the following sections,
particular play activities will be presented in line with the teacher’s thoughts about them.
Planning and re-planning based on the infants’ needs and developmental status
Description
There was a long mesh tunnel, leading underneath a table, leading to a plastic tunnel. The
three pieces formed one tunnel, which was much longer than a single box tunnel which
was previously used. Infants were directed to use the tunnel in a specific way, going
through from one end and continuing through all three sections, as seen in the following
vignette (Figure 1):
Michele [Head teacher] urges Ben [13 months] to go through the three-part tunnel setup and
he goes through. Aiden [17 months] comes over to check out the tunnels. Michele rolls a ball
through tunnel towards Ben. Michele guides Aiden into tunnel and he goes in. Andrew [21

Figure 1. Playing with the three-part tunnel setup.
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months] follows Aiden in and through. Ann [17 months] comes over and follows behind
Aiden and Andrew. Michele tells Aiden ‘good job’ as he exits the tunnel, and encourages
Andrew and Ann to keep going … Ben hesitates in the middle of the third tunnel and
then starts going backwards, but student caregiver encourages him to go forward and he
does. Ann, Ben, Aiden, Dan [21 months], and Andrew successfully go through all three
tunnels, with encouragement and praise. [Observation]
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Teacher’s thoughts
Michele explained that this served to provide an expanded version of a short tunnel
activity. At first, there was only a smaller tunnel and when she saw infants needed
more challenges, she added pieces to make it longer:
I feed off of them … When I see that they’re getting bored with it, that’s when I pull out the
next piece … And then we just let them go through the longer tunnel. Then we connect the
two. And again, constantly expanding …

After-thoughts
This activity highlighted the ways that the infant teacher expanded an activity based on
the infants’ needs and developmental status. It is important to recognise that as infants
get older, they go through major milestones and develop more sophisticated gross
motor skills and body coordination. Thus, planning learning experiences through
play should be in line with infants’ developmental competencies and emerging interests,
in line with the findings of other scholars (Jung 2013; Lee 2006; Page, Clare, and Nutbrown 2013; Recchia and Shin 2010, 2012; Shin 2015; Wood 2010). Michele encouraged
the infants to develop gross motor skills in a non-intrusive way and experience the
expanded tunnel activity, by rolling a ball through the tunnel for the infants to
follow and through offering encouragement and praise. This vignette highlighted how
the infant teacher formulated an educational goal based on infants’ needs and interests
and offered various supports and challenges, as maintained by Pramling Samuelsson
and Johansson (2006) and Wood (2010).
Play and learning intertwined
Description
There was a cube-shaped cardboard box propped against the wall. In and around the box,
infants interacted in their own ways.
Dan [21 months], Ann [17 months], and Kaleb [17 months] are sitting inside a cardboard
box while Michele [Head Teacher] and Emma [11 months] are right outside of the box.
Michele lets go of top flap of cardboard box, which covers the children’s faces. Michele
asks where everyone went, and then opens the top flap of the box. Ann is smiling big at
Michele. She puts the flap back down and Kaleb again tries to pull it in a bit more, with
both hands. Andrew [21 months] comes over and gets into the box. Edgar [16 months]
comes over. Edgar tries to get in for a moment but then stays standing outside. Michele
doesn’t open up the flap for a moment and then Kaleb sticks his head out to see what’s
going on. Michele says ‘Hi, Kaleb!’ Michele opens the flap and says ‘who’s in the box? Is
Dan in the box?’ Ann points to Dan. ‘Is Andrew in the box?’ Ann points to Andrew.
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Michele puts the top flap back down and asks where they went again. Kaleb pulls the flap in.
Ann smiles. Andrew smacks the top flap open over and over a few times with a big smile.
[Videotaped observation]

Teacher’s thought
Michele said,
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I had no clue what they were going to do. It was that simple box, and every time we had it,
they looked at it differently. Sometimes they would take it, and they would just start throwing
all of the toys into the box. And they would take all the toys out. Or then, there were other
days, I would take out the box and they would sit in it. And we would ride them around the
room in the box. Same box. So we feed off of what they’re going to do. This was strictly, the
children guided us.

After-thoughts
Michele allowed the infants to use the box as they pleased and she just followed the infants’
lead. This may enable young infants to experience choice and freedom in the environment
and thus develop a sense of empowerment (Canning 2007). Furthermore, Michele maintained a close proximity to the infants, exhibited affective responses towards them, and
engaged in a peek-a-boo game in a non-instructive, non-didactic way. Her involvement
in this child-initiated peek-a-boo game seemed to have a positive effect on children’s
play as the game was enjoyed by all participating parties and sustained for a while (Pramling Samuelsson and Johansson 2006). Through play, infants were not only developing a
sense of empowerment, but also exercising the concept of object permanence. Object permanence, which is the understanding that an object is there when it cannot be seen (Piaget
1977), is a crucial step in an infant’s cognitive development, which leads to young children’s understanding and awareness of the world around them (Cole, Cole, and Lightfoot
2005; Piaget 1977). The big cube-shape box activity also provided a social environment of
interaction among infants themselves and their teacher. This is a good example of how
infant teachers could cultivate infants’ positive social capabilities and support infants’
emerging awareness of the environment in a non-instructive way (Brazelton and
Sparrow 2006; Bruner and Sherwood 1976; Davis and Degotardi 2015). Our findings
demonstrate that infant play can provide an important context for the infants to initiate
and enjoy social interactions with others around them.

Empowering infant play
Description
Michele set up the classroom for a pre-planned activity where the infants would be
washing toy animals with washcloths at a water table (Figure 2).
But the activity did not end up going exactly as she had planned it to. One particular
infant, Ben [13 months], was more interested in the washcloths themselves from the very
beginning. Consequently, this whole pre-planned ‘washing the animal’ water activity
shifted to a washcloth throwing activity approximately three minutes after energetic
Ben moved to an adjacent round table and threw a wet cloth onto it:
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Figure 2. Washing toy animals at a water table.
Ben [13 months] has washcloth at his mouth. Caregiver jokes that Ben is washing himself. He
is putting washcloths onto his shirt and face. Then, Ben throws cloth onto a round table.
Michele throws it back onto the table toward Ben, and encourages him to throw it again.
Edgar [16 months] throws his cloth, then Ben and Andrew [21 months] throw clothes.
Michele throws again too. She throws one to Aiden [17 months], and she gets more cloths
from caregivers. Michele is showing a lot of excitement and encouragement, and she
makes a little yell when throwing, which Edgar imitates, and which Michele imitates right
back again … [Videotaped observation]

Ben created a new rule in this game. Michele mimicked the throwing and soon ﬁve of the
present infants were all engaged in this new wet cloth throwing game. Michele showed full

Figure 3. Wet cloth throwing game.
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encouragement and excitement, laughing and even making noises when she threw the
washcloths herself. Some infants screamed or laughed in joy as they continued (Figure 3).
From here, (approximately 16 minutes later) the infants became more individual in their
chosen activities, always with the full support of their teacher and the student caregivers.
Andrew [21 months] is wiping the table with his cloth. Ann [17 months] is carefully cleaning
animal toys with a cloth. Ben [13 months] and Kaleb [17 months] are holding and moving
around cloths. Edgar [16 months] is playing with a toy animal. Ben is very focused on this
activity. He continues to soak the cloth and then squeeze water out or splash it out. Kaleb
is covering and uncovering a toy cow with the cloth. Michele asks how the cow is doing.
Andrew carefully moves around the folded cloth. He fixes its corner so it is flat, then pats
it a few times. Michele congratulates Andrew for helping to fold the cloths. He then helps
her to pile the folded cloths one on top of the other. The caregiver unfolds the cloth and
puts Ann’s toy pig inside. Ann wraps up the pig, which the caregiver had done herself
with her own toy just before. Michele says it is ‘night night’ for the pig. Ann holds the
covered pig to her shoulder and moves side to side. Kaleb puts an extra cloth onto his
covered cow. Then he waves and says bye to it. Michele says ‘Bye cow. Night night.’ [Videotaped observation]

Michele and the student caregivers offered encouragement and guidance in unique ways
for each individual infant.
Teacher’s thoughts
When asked about this water activity in the interview by the researchers, Michele said that
it enabled the infants to be more engaged in the classroom as they had the freedom to
dictate the activity according to their individual interests. Michele articulated,
You need to follow their lead. It is so critical. Because if not, we would have missed all of this.
If I had said … ‘ No, we need to do it at this water table,’ we would have never had this, and
this went on for longer than anybody expected it to. Because we let them totally guide it and
direct it.

After-thoughts
This water activity was interesting for various reasons. Even though it began as a planned
water activity, involving washing toy animals, it took a quick spin as infants became interested in throwing wash clothes on the table and making slapping noises. When Ben
created a new rule of the game, exercising a sense of autonomy and making his own
decisions, Michele [Head Teacher] followed Ben’s lead and imitated his playful action,
exhibiting full encouragement and excitement. The whole pre-planned activity turned
into a new throwing game and then later expanded into individualised activities based
on the infants’ choices. For example, Ben was focused on soaking the cloth and squeezing
water out of it while Kaleb was covering and uncovering toys with cloth. Also, Ann and
Michele engaged in baby play using a pig toy wrapped with cloth. This vignette illustrates
how the teacher had to adjust her plan, follow the infants’ initiatives, let infants make their
own choices, and keep involved in the play to make it meaningful (Aras 2016; Pramling
Samuelsson and Johansson 2006).
When given choices and freedom, infants were fully engaged in this play activity, which
lasted approximately 45 minutes. The length of engagement in this activity implies that
when infants were given choices and the activities were individualised and flexible,
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focus was increased and prolonged. It is important for the infants to freely pursue their
own ideas and interests, build autonomy in the play, and experience a sense of power
while teachers ‘scaffold’ the child’s play without imposing their own agenda, as supported
by Canning (2007) and Jung and Recchia (2013). Also, the planning process should be
flexible and fluid, not rigid, following the child’s lead, rather than imposing a fixed schedule (Lally 2000). Supporting emergent play coming from the infants’ own interests and
ideas not only seemed to be enjoyable, but empowering as well.
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Value of pre-planned play activities
Description
Michele and the student caregivers took on a planned painting activity with the infants, in
which the infants were to use toy cars as paintbrushes by rolling them through paint
puddles and onto paper. This activity illustrates how Michele planned a specific painting
activity for a group of infants, as infants were instructed to paint specifically with toy cars
rather than with their fingers or paintbrushes, as illustrated in the following vignette
(Figure 4):
Michele [Head Teacher] and two student caregivers put smocks on kids. Michele asks one by
one if they are ready and then puts paint bottles in front of them. Michele squirts out some
paints on a paper and shows how to roll the cars through the paint puddles. One student
caregiver shows Ann [17 months] again to push her car. She makes sound effects like
‘vroom vroom’ and ‘beep beep,’ and asks where the cars are going. She then focuses on
helping Ben [13 months] to paint with the cars. Another caregiver focuses on Andrew [21
months]. Michele tells Aiden [17 months] she loves how into it he is, and then pays attention
to Dan [21 months] and Aiden and Ann, offering encouragement. Caregiver gives Ann a new
car to try. Aiden and Ann and Dan move cars around their papers. (Videotaped Observation)

Figure 4. Painting with toy cars.
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Teacher’s thoughts
During the interview, Michele said that this activity was planned to enable a reluctant
infant with a sensory sensitivity to get used to painting. Michele shared in the interview
that based on her discussion with the early intervention team, she was trying to create
different ways for the infants to explore paint.
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… we try the finger paint, and some children dive right in. But that wasn’t working. So we
tried the ball paintbrush. That wasn’t working. We tried the Lego’s, and kept trying to find a
way … All the other children were perfectly fine. But it was that one child … the cars worked
the best. Because, like I said, it involved the least amount of contact with the paint; the child
was able to enjoy the whole concept of painting, and creating a picture. And that was our goal
– for everyone to enjoy the paint … The paint was for the collective group, but now I had to
zero in specifically for a child who was struggling in that, and that was how we got over that.

After-thoughts
This particular painting activity was teacher-directed. While some researchers focus on
arguing that young children should direct their own play, it should also be noted that
some infants need support and a gentle push to experience various valuable play activities.
This particular painting activity was pre-planned deliberately in order to assist a specific
infant with sensory sensitivity based on her discussion with the early intervention team.
Using a car, the infant was able to enjoy the art activity without being left out. Activities
such as this painting task highlight the significance of pre-planned, teacher-directed play.
From the moment of birth, infants are born with an instinctive drive to learn about the
world through their senses (Bergen, Reid, and Torelli 2001; Honig 2006; Lockhart 2011;
Piaget [1951] 1977; Schwarz and Luckenbell 2012). Infants receive sensory input and
actively explore their surroundings through multiple senses, such as observing, touching,
tasting, seeing, listening, smelling, and mouthing (Lockhart 2011). Yet, there are infants
who have sensory sensitivity, such as a dislike of touching certain textures, finger
paints, messy materials, or water. Based on careful observations and trial and error,
Michele found out that cars would be the best tool for that specific infant with sensory
sensitivity to experience painting. Through an activity that was more instructive and
directed by the teacher, the infant was able to engage in play and enjoy the whole
concept of painting with a minimum amount of direct contact with the paint.

Final thoughts: maintaining a fine balance
It should be noted that while reflecting on the data carefully a few conflicting perspectives
and ideas surfaced. For instance, while the painting with a car activity enabled the specific
infant with sensory sensitivity to engage in the painting activity with others, would this be
developmentally appropriate? Or would it be more appropriate to respect the infant’s personality and needs and then provide other activities rather than sensory play? Would this
necessitate excluding this particular infant from the group activity? Would that be a
missed opportunity to promote the benefit of sensory play, which supports the overall
development of infants (Piaget [1951] 1977; Schwarz and Luckenbell 2012)? We also
battled with the idea of how a play activity could be created to meet this unique need
of the specific child while still addressing the needs of the group.
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Although much of the literature on quality practice with young children supports the
notion that children should direct their own play, some infants may need a gentle push to
try new things and thus expand their horizons. Based on each infant’s personality and
needs, infant teachers may need to make conscious and careful decisions about when to
respect the infant’s choice or to gently push the infant to experience something they
might not jump into right away on their own. Also, infant teachers need to think about
a whole group of infants as well as individual infants when planning activities in order
to meet the needs of all infants in the classroom.
With the painting activity, Michele engaged in an important thoughtful process to meet
the varying needs, interests, and developmental levels of a group of infants as well as individual infants, as previously found by Page, Clare, and Nutbrown (2013) and Recchia and
Shin (2010). Painting with a car can help the specific infant to explore painting while it
may at the same time help all infants to see painting in a new way with a new technique.
It is definitely a fine balance that the teacher needs to maintain in order to take a whole
group of infants into account and at the same time to consider each infant’s needs and
personality when planning activities for them.
For these reasons, infant curriculum planning should be open to unique experiences
and refrain from implementing strictly preset activities (Lally 2000; Recchia, Lee, and
Shin 2015), while making appropriate use of both infant-initiated, emergent and
teacher-directed activities. In the infant world, play and learning are intertwined (Pramling Samuelsson and Johansson 2009). For example, infants were developing gross motor
skills and body coordination in the tunnel activities and a sense of object permanence in
the big cube-shaped box activity, all while simply playing. Infant teachers need to engage
in the complex planning process for a group of infants as well as individual infants while
maintaining a fine balance between pre-planned, teacher-directed, intentional play activities and infant-initiated, emergent play activities (Greenman, Stonehouse, and Schweikert
2008; NAEYC 2003; Tickell 2011). Like Wood (2010) recommends, ‘an integrated
approach’ should be considered in the field of early childhood education. An integrated
approach would enhance the possibility for co-constructing knowledge between adults
and children, as educational goals and pedagogical decisions are formulated by children’s
interests, choices, and adult involvement in child-initiated activities, based on careful
observations and interactions (Wood 2010). Drawing on the postdevelopmental perspective, we need to consider making a shift from the traditional dichotomy of a child-centred
and teacher-directed approach to a more dynamic relationship that children, teachers, and
peers create while engaging in play activities (Broadhead, Howard, and Wood 2010;
Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie 2011; Langford 2010; Wood 2010).
Our findings have a number of limitations. This was a case study involving one
infant head teacher and a small group of infants. Also, the present study took place
within a particular context. Therefore, our findings may not be applicable and generalisable to different settings. Despite these limitations, the present findings contribute to
current understandings of how infant caregivers create and implement a responsive curriculum within everyday practice. By illustrating how the infant teacher makes educational and informed decisions to support the overall development of infants, which
is under-researched, the findings of this study will help to expand our understanding
of the complex nature of infant curriculum planning in the field of early childhood
education.
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